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Abstract 
This paper reports on a survey conducted by the faculty on recent PhD engineering graduates of the Faculty of Engineering and 
Built Environment, Universiti Kebangsaan Malaysia, (UKM) concerning factors that lead to successful doctoral studies. Survey 
results show that 74.2% of the respondents rated their supervisors as being very helpful,  54.8% opined that working 
independently is crucial in achieving PhD success,  38.7% of  the respondents  expressed more than 40 hours per week as time 
spent doing research during their PhD tenure. In addition, 87.1% of graduates indicated that readings on past and current 
literature were done every semester, 58.1% of respondents published more than three journal papers while 64.5% of the 
respondents attended conferences more than four times during their PhD studies. Results from the survey will be used to upgrade
present practices in the faculty to help current engineering PhD candidates achieve success in their studies. 
© 2011 Published by Elsevier Ltd. Selection and/or peer reviewed under responsibility of the UKM Teaching and Learning 
Congress 2011. 
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1. Introduction 
The question, ‘What makes a successful PhD student?” has bedevilled academicians for ages. Similarly, 
educators at the Faculty of Engineering and Built Environment (FKAB), Universiti Kebangsaan Malaysia (UKM) 
are now pondering on this issue with greater seriousness. They aspire to produce more PhD graduates in line with 
the Ministry of Higher Education’s vision of producing 60,000 PhDs in Malaysia by 2020. Hence, the faculty’s 
educators would like to understand at greater depth the factors that lead to a student’s successful completion of his 
PhD studies.  
Literature on the engineering PhD graduate research experience, however, is scarce. Some studies focused on 
developing methods for effective supervision but these did not identify the factors that effect students’ rate of 
success in PhD studies (Ismail et al. 2011). Completing a PhD is a substantial investment in human capital and 
educational infrastructure (Mangematin, 2000). Thus, efficient use of resources is highly desirable. Apart from this, 
starting a research degree marks a great transition in the lives of students (Philips & Pugh 2000). Implications to a 
potential candidate’s life is veritably significant. 
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Table 1. Mean Ratings for Successful PhD Survey 
Variable Successful PhD Survey 
Mean 
Supervisor Choice of  Supervisor 2.45 
 Relationship with Supervisor 1.26 
 Supervisor Commitment 3.74 
 Frequency of Meeting with Supervisor 2.00 
   
Skills Research Skills 2.32 
 Soft Skills 2.68 
 Formal Course on Skills 1.84 
   
Research Work Time Spent on Research 3.10 
 Learning from Literature Readings 2.84 
 Effectiveness of Research Methodology Course 2.29 
 Analyzing Research Problem 1.90 
 Communicating in Writing  2.97 
 Log Book Writing 1.87 
   
Research Outcome Time Spent on Thesis Writing  1.68 
 Number of Journal Papers Published 3.29 
 Number of Conferences Attended 3.39 
   
Research Constraints Research Constraints 3.26 
For the Supervisor aspect, it was found that the “Supervisor Commitment” attribute topped the other attributes 
with a mean rating of 3.74. Most graduates were of the view that their supervisors’ commitment was very important 
to their PhD success. For the Skills variable, results show that the Soft Skills of a PhD student had the highest mean, 
i.e. 2.68. In the Research Work aspect, the item, “Time Spent on Research”, garnered the highest rating with a mean 
of 3.10. A substantial number of successful candidates believed that putting in the hours was fundamental to their 
favorable outcome. Other than this, the “Number of Conferences Attended” attribute led the “Research Outcome” 
variable with a rating mean of 3.39. This suggests that many graduates benefitted from attending conferences during 
their studies. Finally, the “Research Constraints” aspect had a high mean of 3.26. This is an area that needs more 
research so that study constraints can truly be catalogued and overcome. 
3.2. The Supervisor Factor 
Figure 2 shows responses connected to the attributes of Choice of Supervisor. The analysis indicates that 61.3% 
of the respondents specified that choosing a well known supervisor in their research area is of paramount 
importance. On the lower end of the scale, 3.2% responded that they had no idea who their supervisor would be 
when they filed in their PhD application. 
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